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1. Introductory remarks

Ever since its original formulation in 1878, Sievers’ law has been subject to
much critique and remained a matter of contention centred primarily around the
extent of its application, its precise dating, the degree of its preservation (or
recoverability) as well as correlation other phonological developments. Investi-
gated at length as it has been, the law is still regarded as one of the most com-
plex and intricate phenomena of Indo-European but also Germanic phonology.
Visible traces of its former operation are restricted to a few Indo-European dia-
lects, including, beside Germanic, Old Indian, Greek, Italic and possibly Baltic,
and their adequate interpretation poses multiple difficulties. Although Germanic
reflexes are limited only to a few morphological categories, Germanic morpho-
phonemics, when compared to other Indo-European dialects, preserves the
traces with remarkable regularity, revealing at the same time a most refined and
unique pattern.

Sievers’ original formulation of the law concerned allophonic variation of
(some of) the resonants in the E parent language, which were assumed to be un-
specified for syllabicity, the vocalic variants interchanging with their consonan-
tal counterparts in accordance with the environment, in particular in line with
the weight of the preceding syllable.! Importantly, Sievers’ analysis and recon-
struction of the original variation of Proto-Indo-European resonants were made
on the basis of Germanic data, and involved suffixal -ei- (/i/) /-ji- alternation in
Gothic, characteristic of certain morphological categories, such as weak verbs

'« unbetontes ... i oder u vor einem vokal ist consonant nach kurzer, vokal nach langer silbe ohne

riicksicht auf die sonstige accentlage des wortes” (Sievers 1878: 129).
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and ja-stem nouns. Specifically, Gothic -ei- and -ji- were found to contrast in
such environments as singular present indicative forms of first class weak verbs
(jan-verbs): (2 sg.) nasjis ‘save’, frapjis ‘comprehend’, (3 sg.) lagjip ‘lay’ vs.
waurkeis ‘do’, sokeip ‘seek’, (3 sg.) namneip ‘take’, taikneis ‘express’ where the
-ji- alternant is expected in verbs containing etymologically light syllable in the
root, whereas the -ei- variant — in verbs containing a heavy syllable (or two light
ones). Equally illustrative and probably most familiar is the harjis ‘army’s’ vs.
hairdeis ‘shepherd’s’ correspondence, characteristic of genitive singular forms
of masculine ja-stem nouns, where the former is derived from a suffix preceded
by a short syllable, the latter from a suffix preceded by a long one. These
suffixal variants are assumed to mirror the prehistoric alternation of syllabic
*_jj- vs. non-syllabic *-j-, induced originally by Sievers’ rule, whereby syllabic
*_jj- (> Go. ei) followed regularly a heavy syllable and non-syllabic *-i- (> Go.
ji) a light one, provided the cluster was followed by a vowel.2 The development
of these two exemplary sequences can be sketched in the following manner:

(1)  Go. harjis < PG * /yarjesal < 1E */korjeso/
Go. hairdeis < PG */yerdijesa/ < IE */kerdhjesol,

where ei /i/ obtains presumably as a result of vocalisation of j after i.
Gothic appears to be most consistent among Germanic languages in its re-
flection of Sievers’ law, displaying the pattern invariably, with remarkable regu-
larity. Naturally, the evidence for Sievers’ pattern in Germanic goes beyond
what is proffered by Gothic, and, taking aside temporarily Old English data
(which will constitute the main body of the present investigation), similar
suffixal alternation can also be found in Old Scandinavian forms: Old Icelandic
genitive singular hirpes ‘shepherd’s’ (< PG *ij) vs. nips ‘descendant’s’ (< PG
*), or nominative plural forms hirdar (*hirpiar < *hirdijar) vs. nidjar (<
*nidjar) (Lehmann 1955: 358). Quite conspicuous is the fact that while in
Gothic the prehistoric alternation *-if¥- vs. *-jV- is a surface correspondence,
directly observable, it is less so in the other Germanic languages, including Old
English where the pattern has been obscured on the superficial level.?

2 In fact Sievers’ rule assumed parallel alternation for both semivowel phonemes: palatal /j/ and
labiovelar /w/; the latter however seems less relevant to Germanic which preserves essentially no
traces of its alternation.

3 The fact that the Germanic morphophonemic alternations reflect consistently Indo-European
allophonic variation has been accepted as a proof that Indo-European resonant system was
maintained in Proto-Germanic, possibly until the stage when individual Germanic dialects started to
emerge; such view points implicitly to relative conservatism of the Germanic parent language (yet it
is not unanimously recognised) (Lehmann 1955: 365).
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Among later elaborations of the law remarkable is that of Edgerton, consid-
ered supplementary to the original rule, which ascribed greater generality to the
alternation. Edgerton’s treatment (1934, 1943) favoured notably the extension of
Sievers’ rule to other resonants, i.e., liquids and nasals. All Proto-Indo-European
resonants were thus ascribed a threefold function whereby each could serve as a
vowel (i u r | m n) consonant (j ¥ ¥ / m n ) and a sequence of vowel plus conso-
nant (if uy rr, etc.), with the environment determining the occurrence of particu-
lar variant. In fact, Edgerton provided a detailed systematic treatment of the res-
onant allophones in all environments, attempting to prove the regularity and
exceptionlessness of Sievers’ rule, which led to conclusion that the alternation
between syllabic and non-syllabic allophones of the resonants was conditioned
in the parent language on phonological basis. Such variation is still evident, as
observed by Edgerton, in Vedic Sanskrit documents, where it is proved to be
regulated by phonological conditioning rather than morphological factors.* In
reference to Germanic, it is assumed that by the time of Proto-Germanic each of
these sounds constituted a separate phoneme or a combination of phonemes.
Credited with great viability and much acclaimed, Edgerton’s formulation came
to be known as the “generalised version” of Sievers’ law or “Sievers-Edgerton
law”. The major difficulty which stems from Edgerton’s extension when applied
to Germanic concerns recoverability of the prehistoric operation of the law on
other resonants, specifically the fact that no reflexes of resonants other than ; are
preserved there.

Intriguing is also the question of the origin and consequently precise dating
of Sievers’ rule. What the Germanic material adduces are only remnants of a
process once operative but no longer alive. In fact, Old Indic is the only
Indo-European dialect where Sievers’ law is visible as a living process in histor-
ical times, appearing quite regularly in the Rigvedic literature. With respect to
Germanic, it is commonly assumed that the process was still an active phono-
logical rule in the grammar of Proto-Germanic which ceased to operate in the
early dialectal stage of Germanic, preceding shortly the historical stages of indi-
vidual dialects. The gradual demise of the law as a process is associated with the
shift from Indo-European pitch accent to stress accent in Proto-Germanic, and
related to reductive processes operative in Germanic at that time, namely syn-
cope and apocope. Although such dating seems to be representative of the ma-
jority stance, propositions that Sievers’ law was still operative in the early gram-
mars of individual Germanic dialects are not uncommon (e.g., Horowitz 1974;
Murray 1988).

4 Importantly, in Classical Sanskrit which is the later stage of Vedic Sanskrit, the alternation is no
longer governed by Sievers’ law; instead the glides are consistently present in prevocalic position.
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Probably the most extreme stand as far as the origin and dating of the pro-
cess are concerned is the surmise that it developed parallelly but independently
in individual Germanic and other Indo-European dialects, which implies that it
may be only typologically rather than genetically related phenomenon in these
Indo-European languages (polygenetic hypothesis). Yet, given the nature of the
evidence furnished by both Germanic and non-Germanic dialects (especially the
fact that the law as an essentially non-reductive process runs counter to the pre-
ferred reductive line of development in Germanic and is thus unlikely to have
developed independently) as well as lack of cogent evidence indisputably sup-
porting the polygenetic hypothesis, one is inclined to recognise that the variation
was originally Proto-Indo-European (late Proto-Indo-European) and was inher-
ited by daughter languages, the view essentially consistent with Sievers’ original
assumption.’

2. Sievers’ law in Old English

As has already been mentioned, in Old English unlike in Gothic, the pre-historic
alternation of *-ijV- ~ *-iV- is not noticeable on the surface level. The pattern of
suffixal alternations which can be traced back to Sievers’ law, arrived at when
examining Old English data, involves primarily Old English nominal and adjec-
tival systems. Most transparent traces of the process are to be sought in the nom-
inative and accusative singular of masculine and neuter ja-stems where light and
heavy noun stems display conspicuously different inflectional pattern. The
prime examples are monosyllabic neuter ja-stem nouns: cynn ‘folk’ vs. wite
‘punishment’ or masculine ja-stems: dynn ‘noise’ vs. ende ‘end’ where heavy
monosyllabic stems carry suffixal -e, forcibly indicative of the original syllabic
alternant *-ijV-. Derivation of the forms ende and cynn can be presented as fol-
lows:

(2)a. (masc.) *andijan > *andi > *endi > ende where after the loss of the
ending, the /ii/ subject to contraction, results in long /i/, subsequently
reduced to /e/, in contrast to:

b. (neut.) *kunjan > *kunnjan > *kynni > cynn, with regular working of
gemination, followed by umlaut and loss of the j glide

3 Interestingly, a different, later date of the operation of Sievers” law can be postulated on the basis
of ancient Germanic loan words in Balto-Finnic, which prove that the rule was not yet operative even
at an early stage of Proto-Germanic. It scems that the reflex of Indo-European resonant /y/ had a
non-syllabic realisation after a heavy syllable which is evident in Germanic sequences d, d, p, t +y,
reflected in early Proto-Finnic as palatalised geminate affricate (Fin. ts < &6), e.g., maltsa < Gme
*malSja, otsa < Gme *anSja- (Koivulehto 1986: 290; cf. Ritter 1977).
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Identical pattern seems to obtain in other morphosyntactic categories, namely
nominative and accusative plural of neuter ja-stems: cynn vs. witu, both forms
evincing the original prevocalic *-fV- vs. *-ijV- alternation induced by Sievers’
law (*kunio > *kunnjo > kynnu > cynn, vs. uitijo > witu). The maintenance of
suffixal -u after a heavy stem or in a sequence of heavy-light syllables, also as
in: ricu (<*rikiju), ierfu ‘inheritance’, Zrendu (< *arundiju) ‘errand’, gepéodu
‘language’, nétenu ‘animal’, fastenu, ‘fortress’, piccetu ‘thicket’, is considered
to be a reflex of the syllabic variant of Sievers’ law *-ijV.

Another morphological category which offers fine support for the earlier
working of the law in Old English are ja- and jo-stem adjectives where the dis-
tinction between heavy and light stems can be very clearly observed, primarily
in nominative and accusative singular: (heavy) /iSe ‘gentle’ vs. (light) nyzt ‘use-
ful’. Here alike the opposition between preservation of terminal -e and
gemination counts as a reflex of Sievers’ rule, operative in the prehistoric Ger-
manic adjectival system. Other familiar examples include: apele ‘noble’, cl®ne
‘clean’, mare ‘famous’, wierpe ‘worthy’, &ce ‘eternal vs. midd ‘middle’, gesibb
‘alive’, etc.

Evidently, even this small sample of Old English data seems to confirm the
assumption that Sievers’ rule was sensitive to syllable weight and the alternation
governed by the law should be viewed with regard to Proto-Germanic syllable
structure.

As implied by the data, of great importance to the analysis of Sievers’ law in
Old English is its relation to West Germanic gemination which Old English as a
West Germanic dialect underwent, and which was present not just in monosyl-
labic but also in polysyllabic stems. As a result of this process as applied to the
nominal and adjectival systems in monosyllables, final consonants of both ja-
and jo- stems were doubled presumably in pre-Old English period. In relation to
Sievers’ law, suggestive is the fact that the doubling could occur in light sylla-
bles only if the consonant was followed by the palatal glide /j/, which implies
that it could not affect stems with original suffixal *-ij/-. Gemination then can
be seen as a process indirectly indicative of Sievers’ non-syllabic alternant
*-1V-. Accordingly, light monosyllabic ja- and ji- stems exhibiting gemination
in inflected forms (e.g., wedd ‘pledge’) in nom./acc. singular go back to the
non-syllabic alternant *-j¥, whereas heavy monosyllabic stems exhibiting vowel
termination -e (e.g., hwate ‘wheat’) can be adduced as evidence for the syllabic
*-ijV- alternant. In other words, the failure of monosyllabic sequences contain-
ing heavy stem to undergo gemination can be attributed to earlier working of
Sievers’ law.

Most importantly, gemination, as a prominent feature tightly related to
Sievers’ development, takes the analysis of reflexes of the law beyond the limits
of the nominal and adjectival systems (the question to be addressed), just to
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mention Old English ja-stem verbs, e.g., fremman, sellan, biddan which are be-
lieved to have derived from Proto-Germanic light stems terminated in syllabic
*-1V- alternant.

Although Sievers restricted his formulation to monosyllables, offering no
rules for polysyllabic stems, it has been convincingly proved (notably by
Erdmann 1972) that valuable evidence for the operation of the rule in Germanic
can be adduced by polysyllables, especially by disyllabic stems, where the Old
English data are particularly relevant. The traditional account of the disyllabic
Jja- and jo- stems in Proto-Germanic held that polysyllabic j-stems are derived
just like heavy j-monosyllables, namely take the syllabic *-ijV- alternant of
Sievers’ law, irrespective of their internal syllabic structure (Erdmann 1972:
410). Examination of reflexes of Sievers’ rule in polysyllabic structures of Old
English reveals new intriguing patterns of the operation of the rule in these seg-
ments and proves that differentiation within these polysyllabic stems is neces-
sary. What seems to be of significance here is that the parallelism in the distribu-
tion of monosyllabic and polysyllabic j-stems, which the data evince, draws
again upon the syllable structure of the nouns, with particular reference to sylla-
ble weight. Just as in the case of monosyllabic stems, in polysyllabic alike
weight of the preceding syllable seems to be decisive factor in the alternation.

The underlying assumption made is that a heavy syllable is metrically equiv-
alent in weight to a sequence of two light syllables, equivalence which is as-
sumed to have emerged in Proto-Germanic after the operation of Verner’s law
and subsequent Germanic fixation of initial stress. Accordingly, disyllabic stems
containing two light syllables (and somewhat less regularly polysyllabic stems)
(e.g., merece ‘smallage’), just like heavy monosyllables (e.g., esne ‘servant’),
uniformly point to prehistoric syllabic sequence *-ijV- (< *marikija), whereas
stems containing the sequence heavy-light syllable (byrden ‘burden’) can be
placed on a par with light monosyllabic stems (synn ‘sin’) and are assumed to
derive from the non-syllabic form of Proto-Germanic *-jV - (<*burpinjs). This
principle of equivalence in weight is commonly referred to as resolution and
seems to have played a crucial role also in other phonological developments in
Old English.® Importantly, the equivalence in this context is Germanic-specific
and thus in the period before accentual transformation, possibly still in early
Proto-Germanic, Sievers’ law was sensitive only to the distinction between light
and heavy syllables.

In this extended (polysyllabic) context Sievers’ rule for Old English could be
stated as follows: suffixal non-syllabic -J- is vocalised to a syllabic -i- when pre-

® This metrical equivalence can be also explained in terms of moraic phonology, specifically
mora-counting principle according to which bimoraic heavy syllable (stressed) is equivalent to
bimoraic sequence of two light syllables, each assigned a single mora.
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ceded by a heavy syllable or by a sequence of two light syllables and remains
unchanged when preceded by a light syllable or a sequence of heavy-light sylla-
bles. It can be sketched in the following way:

(3) i—if [/ heavy syll V i — no change / light syll. \"
/ light-light v /' heavy-light \%

Evidently the pattern reveals a neat correlation to the principle of syllable
preference (optimal syllable law) which disallows, in this particular case,
overheavy syllables, considered least preferred for Proto-Germanic, in fact un-
acceptable. Specifically, trisyllabic sequences of the type CVCC.jV or CVVC.jV
violate evidently the optimal syllable law since they contain overheavy syllables
initially. With the vowel introduced in line with Sievers’ law and with the result-
ing resyllabification, superheavy syllable can be reduced to acceptable se-
quences of CVC.Ci.j¥ and CVV.Ci.jV (Murray 1986: 262).

The assumption of metrical equivalence made, bearing on the question again
is the revealed relation between gemination and inflection in disyllabic stems,
where the relevant morphosyntactic categories are again nominative and accusa-
tive singular of ja- and jo- stems. The presence of gemination vs. vowel termi-
nation in the former and gemination vs. lack of it in the latter reflects the alter-
nation defined by Sievers’ law. More specifically, the presence of final vowel -e
in nom./acc. sg. ja-stems in sequences of two light syllables, as in: eowode
‘flock’, hemepe ‘shirt’, merece ‘smallage’, byrele ‘cup-bearer’, swefete ‘sleep’
in contrast to gemination of final consonants in heavy-light sequences, as in:
péowet(t) ‘slavery’, festen(n) ‘fortress’, nyrwet(t) ‘narrowness’, barnett ‘arson’,
westen(n) ‘desert’ can be attributed to earlier operation of Sievers’ rule. Analog-
ically, the absence of gemination in nom./acc. singular of such jo-stems as:
seEen ‘statement’, menen ‘maid-servant’, heefen ‘possession’, selen ‘gift’, all
containing a sequence of two light syllables vs. its presence in heavy-light se-
quences, as in: byrgenn ‘burial’, byrpenn ‘burden’, reedenn ‘state’, haeftenn ‘cap-
tivity’ allows to trace the former set of forms to the original syllabic variant
*_ijV- whereas the latter to the original non-syllabic *-jV- alternant.

Interestingly, indicative of the syllabic alternant in this group (jo-stems) is
also the prominent nom. sg -u affix in such words as: hyrnetu ‘hornet’, ylfetu
‘swan’, lempetu ‘basin’, anetu ‘solitude’, occurring frequently on side of their
geminated forms (hyrnett, ylfett, etc.) (Campbell 1959: 238-239).

Consequently, the pattern evinced by disyllabic stems in these categories is
analogical to the pattern displayed by monosyllabic stems, with the weight of
the preceding syllables playing a decisive role in both cases.

Probably most controversial aspect of Sievers’ law in Old English is its quite
enigmatic relation to reductive developments operative in Old English, namely
apocope and syncope (traditionally subsumed under the common name of high
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vowel deletion). Both processes are similar in terms of the mechanism employed
for their operation, namely both are sensitive to syllable weight and count.
Striking is the fact that apparently identical environment — heavy stem or its
equivalent sequence — triggers two contradictory processes, which the two cer-
tainly are in this context: reduction (apocope/syncope) vs. preservation of un-
stressed high (front) vowels (Sievers’ law). It is all the more confusing, given
that the environment conducive to the operation of Sievers’ law here is typically
reductive in Germanic, characterised by the evident tendency for short un-
stressed vowels to be deleted, whereas the process itself, in contrast to apocope
or syncope, is certainly far from being reductive.

The correlation between Sievers and high vowel deletion can be illustrated
with the aforementioned example of nom./acc. plural of heavy Jja- stems where
the regular expected operation of apocope is evidently violated. The expected
outcome of the rule in the case of nom./acc. plural of heavy neuter Jja-stems is
zero ending, yet forms such as ierfis, Zrendu, gepéodu, nétenu, getimbru (‘build-
ings’) but also neuter plural adjectival forms such as: epelu ‘noble’, cénu ‘bold’,
écu ‘eternal’, m&ru ‘famous’ seem to run counter to the rule. The unexpectedly
preserved -u affix cannot be explained otherwise but as a reflex of earlier activ-
ity of Sievers’ law, traceable to its syllabic alternant *-ifV.

Given such intricate pattern of interrelation between the two processes an ap-
peal to their relative chronology seems necessary. It is commonly assumed on
the basis of comparative data furnished by other Germanic languages that
Sievers’ law must have occurred prior to apocope (after heavy syllables) so that
the latter could not obliterate the condition for its operation. Consequently,
Sievers’ law is dated to early Proto-Germanic (yet as an inherited phenomenon
with origins in Proto-Indo-European), whereas apocope (presumably followed
by syncope) somewhat later to Common Germanic stage.

As already remarked, Old English verbs do not seem to preserve reflexes of
Proto-Germanic *-ifV- and *-jV- alternants superficially. Yet, given that
gemination was a prominent feature of Sievers’ development, serving as an ex-
ponent of the non-syllabic alternant *-jV-, and the fact that Old English verbs
were subject to the process as well, the pattern which weak verbs of the first
class evince can hint at the original distribution generated by Sievers’ law. Ac-
cordingly, geminated verbs (e.g., fremman ‘do’, hrissan ‘shake’, trymman
‘strengthen’) can be traced back to the non-syllabic alternant, occurring after
light syllable stem (i.e., *framjan > *frammjan > fremman), whereas
non-geminated ones (e.g., sécan ‘seek’, fedan ‘feed’, cypan ‘make known’) — to
the original syllabic *-ij/- alternant, expected after heavy syllable stems
(*sokijan > sécan). In fact, the glide is visible on the surface level in a single en-
vironment, namely where gemination failed to operate after light stems ending
in -7, where it appears as -i-, e.g., nerian ‘save’ < *nazjan.
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The available evidence furnished by Old English material seems to testify
sufficiently to the existence of the ancient *-ij¥/- ~ *-jV- alternation presupposed
by Sievers’ law, in spite of the fact that it is not visible on the surface level, as
seems to be the case with Gothic.

3. The Converse of Sievers’ law in Old English

The Converse was originally introduced by Edgerton (1934) who postulated its
operation in Proto-Indo-European, basing his analysis on a noteworthy suffixal
alternation in Vedic. It is questionable however whether the Converse can be ap-
plied to Germanic at all. The process is again dependent on the quantity of the
preceding syllable. According to the rule, the weak grade vowels i and u (and
possibly other syllabic resonants) were lost after a light syllable when preceded
by a consonant and followed by a corresponding semivowel and a vowel. The
development can be schematically sketched as follows:

4 -i - > -J- / light syllable _ V

It has been claimed that if any evidence for the Converse exists in Germanic,
it must be looked for in the West Germanic subbranch, for reason of its very
close correlation to West Germanic gemination, in particular the fact that
gemination, regularly triggered by the presence of the following glide /j/ could
be blocked whenever the consonant to be geminated was followed by the -ij-
cluster. The available evidence testifying presumably to the application of the
rule in Old English is limited to virtually two cases, namely, genitive plural
forms of i-stem nouns: Deni(g)a (< *dani) ‘Dane’ and wini(g)(e)a < (*wini)
“friend’, both forms lacking the expected gemination of the nasal and preserving
instead the palatal semivowel (Erdman 1972: 409). The assumed reconstructed
base forms (gen. pl.) of the attested nouns are: *dan-ij-6 and *win-ij-6, both
desyllabified to single glides as late as in the Old English period (i.e., after West
Germanic gemination and reductions). Convincing as the data may seem, due to
its evident and disturbing scarcity, it can hardly be considered a sufficient proof
for the existence of the Converse in Old English. It must be noticed moreover
that the process, conceived of as a reductive development which it undoubtedly
is, conflicts with other reductive processes in Old English in that unlike apocope
or syncope which target preferentially at sequences containing heavy syllables,
it reduces quite unexpectedly sequences containing light syllables. The develop-
ment then seems to run counter to the prevalent and consistent trend for
reductive processes in Germanic heavy rather than light syllables.

Although the Converse seems also to be evinced by non-West Germanic data,
in anomalous ja-stem declension of Old Norse masculine and neuter nouns, as
well as some Gothic i-stem nouns (e.g., naweis ‘dead’), they do not allow for as-
suming unquestionably the relevance of the Converse for Proto-Germanic.
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4. Final remarks

It seems that the role of Sievers’ law in Old English material has been largely
underestimated upon the traditional view which holds that it is Gothic which tes-
tifies most convincingly to the earlier activity of the law. West Germanic dia-
lects in turn were viewed as least likely to display reflexes of the rule primarily
due to multiple levelling developments, characteristic of this subbranch, acti-
vated in the majority of cases in exactly the same environment. Detailed exami-
nation of Old English material but also broader perspective adopted in which to
view the data (namely, the relation between Sievers, gemination and Germanic
reductive developments) allow to conclude that the Old English material fur-
nishes cogent evidence for the presence of Sievers’ distinct alternants *-jV- ~
*.ijV- in Proto-Germanic. The pattern evinced by the nominal, adjectival (and
possibly verbal) systems can be considered a relic of the original distribution of
semivowel alternants. Undeniably of paramount importance to the analysis is
gemination with its principled pattern of occurrence allowing for the emergence
of fundamental dichotomy, observable on the superficial level in relevant cate-
gories: terminal vowel or non-geminated stem consonant vs. geminated conso-
nant. Such coherent and refined pattern of preserving traces of the process can
be indicative of relative conservatism of Old English.

As concerns sequences containing other resonants, available Old English
data provide little if any evidence indicative of Sievers-Edgerton pattern. Just as
in the case of other Germanic dialects, the traces left in Old English evince un-
deniably the application of the rule only in the case of palatal glide (i/), not
even the labiovelar one (w/x). In fact, the scarcity of traces of other resonants has

"been explained in relation to consonantal strength of resonantal phonemes; the
consonantally stronger phones (according to the scale of consonantal strength —
resonants other than semivowels) are most likely to occupy marginal position
within the syllable and as such can more readily undergo desyllabification (R
>R) of their syllabic segment.” As a result, no evidence for their syllabic
alternants is available (Murray 1988: 221-222).

Finally, it seems justified to conclude that Sievers’ law as a process sensitive
to phonological weight allows some insights into the prosodic structure of
pre-historic Old English and definitely exposes the crucial role which short/long
syllable opposition played in Old English and certainly in Proto-Germanic.

7 This assumption remains in line with the rule for preferred syllable contact (syllable contact law)
which states that: “a syllable contact within a simplex word is the more preferred the greater the
strength difference is between the onset of the second syllable and the offset of the first syllable”
(Venemann 1988: 212).
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